Introduction
James MacGregor Burns, in his Pulitzer Prize winning treatise, LEADERSHIP, begins his prologue with the following statement, "One of the most universal cravings of our time is a hunger for compelling and creative leadership."
1 If this is true today, or at the time that Burns completed his seminal work on leadership in 1978, it was most certainly true in 1933, when economic crisis and natural resource destruction combined to cast a pall over the American landscape. Leadership was desperately needed. Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR), in so many ways, has been heralded for the leadership he and his administration provided to a nation in despair. But few have adequately recognized the leadership provided by FDR in restoring the nation's natural resources, in protecting special places, and preserving the environment.
In thought, word, and deed, FDR and the cadre of environmental leaders who served him in office, demonstrated a commitment to environmental protection that may be unparalleled in American presidencies. While the accomplishments of his distant cousin, the twenty-fifth president of the United States, Teddy Roosevelt (TR), are often heralded as among the most significant of the American presidents, FDR's accomplishments are as substantial and, in some respects, even more broad and profound than TR's.
There are a number of reasons for this. First, FDR's conservation accomplishments affected both public and private lands. In so doing, FDR's conservation efforts promoted both the preservation of unique and important landscapes in the public domain and the stewardship of lands in private ownership. In a sense, this was the first effort to promote what we now term "landscape level" conservation-an essential foundation for the preservation of biodiversity, the protection of watersheds, and the sustainable use of natural resources.
Second, FDR brought new, creative and visionary leadership into the federal government, and, in particular, into the departments and agencies with primary responsibility for protection of the American environment. Through the leadership of Harold Ickes, in the Department of the Interior; Henry Wallace, secretary of the Department of Agriculture; Hugh Hammond Bennett, the first chief of the Soil Conservation Service, and Jay N. "Ding" Darling as director of the Bureau of Biological Survey, FDR demonstrated a capacity to identify and encourage effective conservation leaders.
Third, FDR demonstrated a capacity to promote the institutional changes needed to construct new approaches to conserving the nation's land and water resources. He did so both in the establishment of new agencies, such as the Soil Conservation Service in the Department of Agriculture, and in advocating new programs and policies to promote improved conservation. The Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933, one of FDR's first initiatives, introduced the novel concept of paying farmers to not cultivate land but, instead, to dedicate such lands to conservation uses.
Fourth, FDR demonstrated that a healthy, productive environment and a sound economy could go hand in hand. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), one of FDR's most notable conservation achievements, was established for the dual purpose of providing employment for millions of unemployed Americans and the restoration and protection of the nation's natural resources.
Finally, as illustrated by the aggressive and effective conservation agenda of the Roosevelt administration, FDR demonstrated that environmental protection need not be sacrificed during a time of national crisis. To the contrary, FDR's commitment to conservation remained steadfast despite concern for a failing economy and the impending conflagration in Europe, Asia, and the Pacific. In fact, this presents an interesting contrast to the situation we find ourselves in today.
As extended warfare in Iraq and Afghanistan intensified, and talk of a perpetual "War on Terror" persists, the concern of the Bush administration for the environment languishes. Critics have suggested that the focus of the Bush administration on warfare is intended to distract the public from domestic ills, including environmental degradation. Others have pondered if concern for "national security" hasn't, in fact, been used as a rationale for plundering resources and excusing the negative environmental consequences of environmental policies advocated by the administration. As one example, one of the
